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INTRODUCTION
For John Keats the imagination was as vital to his existence as any
physical aspect of the human anatomy.

He believed that any person who

chose to follow the intuitive workings of the heart and mind would dis
cover insights into the human predicament.

The poet who chose to follow

the workings of the imagination was capable of engaging in a type of mys
tic communion with objects of nature or art.

In a poem written possibly

as early as 1815 and entitled "The Poet," Keats states what he believes
is the poet's special insight:
. To his sight
The hush of natural objects opens quite
To the core: and every secret essence there
Reveals the elements of good and fair;
Making hir<l see, where Learning hath no light
Sometimes, above the gross and palpable things
Of this diurnal ball, his spirit flies
On awful wing; and with its destin'd skies
Holds premature and mystic coMMunings:
Till such unearthly intercourses shed
A visible halo round his mortal head.l
(ll. 4-14)
According to Keats, the poet should possess the ability to contem
plate natural objects and to penetrate to their core discovering their
"secret essence."

"So!lletimes" he says the poet's "spirit flies/ On

awful wing; and with its destined skies/ Holds preMature and mystic com
munings."

This goal was essential to Keats as a poet, and it was a goal

he never lost sight of during his short poetic career.

Several pertinent

aspects of the poem shed light on what later was to become a conflict for
Keats as a poet. The conflict involves his helief that the poet who con
templates natural objects will discover their "secret essence" and his
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belief that an imaginative penetration of objects is capable of "Making
him see, where learning hath no light."

In other words, by communing

with nature (and later with intense works of art) the poet is able to
gain intuitive knowledge which cannot be obtained from other sources.

In

addition, the poem hints at what later is to develop into a conflict be
tween the poetic imagination and the poet's real world.

Keats mentions in

this early poem that the poet's "spirit flies/ On awful wing," and already
he is beginning to realize that to control the poetic imagination in order
to discover an object's "secret essence" will be no easy task.

Perhaps, he

already realizes that to engage in such a poetic flight, one must either
take with him the burdens of the physical world or leave them completely
behind.

In the first instance, there is the possibility that the realities

of the physical world will weigh so heavily on the poet that he will find
"mystic communings" impossible.

Conversely, the possibility exists that

the poet, on his imaginative flight, will completely forget "the gross and
palpable things" of this world and his experience will beco!:\e merely a
luxurious escape.

Thus, while in this early poem Keats certainly hints at

what he envisions as a conflict between the poetic imagination and the real
world, he does not concern himself with this idea in his poetry until per
haps three years later in 1818.

Instead, at this early stage in his career,

he is more interested in the rewards that these communings would offer such
as "A visible halo round his mortal head."
Keats further explains his reaction to moments of successful imaginative
flights in the poem "To my Brother George" written in 1816:
At times 'tis true, I've felt relief from pain
When some bright thought has darted through my brain:
Through all that day I've felt a greater pleasure
Than if I'd brought to light a hidden treasure.
(ll.

113-116)
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For this poet, such "bright thoughts" equalled "hidden treasure," for
they were truths that the poetic imagination could seize through the in
tuitive workings of the poet's mind.

What, then, of these insights?

What type of insights were they to be?
For Keats these revelations were truths with which the poet could aid
his fellow man.

In his poem "Sleep and Poetry" written in 1816, he says

that poetry "should be a friend/ To sooth the cares, and lift the thoughts
of man"

(U. 246-247). Several years later in a letter to John Taylor,

24 April, 1818, he expresses his idea of what he as a poet can contribute
to mankind.

He writes, "I find there is no worthy pursuit but the idea of

doing some good to the world" (I,271). 2 Also, he writes to Richard Woodhouse,
27 October, 1818:

"I am ambitious of doing the world some good:

If I should

be spared that may be the work of maturer years--in the interval I will assay
to reach to as high a summit in Poetry as the nerve bestowed upon me will
suffer"(I,387).
Thus, for Keats, writing poetry was not merely the act of constructing
elaborate works of rhyme and meter, but it was also the act of revealing
some sort of understanding about life and its secrets to his fellow man.
This task, he believed, could be accomplished with the aid of the poetic
imagination.

That is, the imagination which penetrates to the core of things

was capable of seizing truths; thus, for the artist or poet, the work of art
or the poem would ultimately become the result of such a penetration.
About the imagination and its validity in arriving at truths, Keats
writes in a letter to his friend Benjamin Bailey, November, 1817:

"I am

certain of nothing but the holiness of the Heart's affections and the truth
of Imagination--what the Imagination seizes as beauty must be truth--whether
it existed before or not"(I,184).

Keats here is speaking of the insights
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discovered intuitively; these insights may be truths which enable one to
understand the real beauty of existence.
unveiled by the artist?

But how are these truths to be

By the imagination, yes; but how does one proceed

in order for these "mystic communings" to take place?
In his poem "Sleep and Poetry" Keats celebrates sleep as a prerequisite for writing poetry.

He writes:

..• yet I must not forget
Sleep, quiet with his poppy coronet:
For what there may be worthy in these rhyP1es
I partly owe to him:
(.U.. 347-350)

But it is not actual sleep which Keats celebrates as being conducive to
the workings of the poetic imagination, and this fact becomes apparent in
the last lines of the poem:
For over them was seen a free display
Of out-spread wings, and from between them shone
The face of Poesy: from off her throne
She overlook'd things that I scarce could tell.
The very sense of where I was might well
Keep Sleep aloof: but more than that there came
Thought after thought to nourish up the flame
Within my breast; so that the morninq light
Surprised me even from a sleepless night;
And up I rose refresh'd, and glad, and gay,
Resolving to begin that very day
These lines; and howsoever they be done,
I leave them as a father does his son.

cu.

392-404)

One would assume, then, that Keats is not speaking of actual sleep but the
reverie of a day dream trance which perhaps is that world between being
awake and asleep.

Clarence Dewitt Thorpe in The �ind of John Keats explains

this state of mind which Keats always felt was conducive to the workings of
the poetic imagination.

He says that "Keats was too dynap,ic to seek siMple

repose; he did, however, desire a self-controlled capacity for contemplation.
What he actually craved was that easy, lofty, contemplative attitude which
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permits the artist to see and know and express without the fever of doubt
and untempered emotion.113
However, while Keats matured, as a poet, he recognized two conflicts
which he must confront and attempt to resolve.

Before he could become the

type of poet who utilized the poetic imagination to reveal intuitive truths
to mankind, he must, first of all, learn to control the poetic inagination
and secondly, he must find the "balance of good and evil."
One is able to trace Keats' development as he struggled to come to
terms with the inherent evil in nature and his development as a poet who
utilized the poetic imagination to find this "balance of good and evil"
in nature.

With the imaginative penetration of objects in nature and art,

Keats hoped to reveal their secret essence, their beauty and thus their
truths.

This development first becomes apparent in the poetry and letters of

1818 and culminates in the great odes of 1819.

Three of these odes which

share a thematic relationship and were written within weeks of each other
are the "Ode to a Nightingale," the "Ode on a Grecian Urn" and the "Ode
on nelancholy."

With these odes there is a culmination of both Keats' strug

gle to control the imagination and his struggle to find the "balance of
good and evil."

What becomes apparent in these odes is that there is an

ironical dissolution of the conflict of good and evil.

The evil which he

felt existed in nature ironically becomes a part of his poetry and his
poetic truth.

As Keats learns to control the poetic imagination, he comes

to accept the antitheses of life as being vital and necessary to mortal
existence; and ironically, he accepts the world of reality as being superior
to the ideal worlds of the nightingale and the urn.

The poetic iMagination

reveals this truth to Keats, and thus his belief that "What the Imagination
seizes as beauty must be truth" proved to be a valid and workable philosophy
of life.

CHAPTER ONE
CONFLICT:

POETIC IMAGINATION VS. REAL WORLD

The poetry and letters written by John Keats during the year of 1818
indicate that he not only becomes increasingly aware that life indeed con
sists of more than beauty, but he also becomes aware that this beauty he
so adores is made possible only through change and sacrifice.

He begins

to realize that beauty in nature occurs only through the sacrifices of
change or through the relinquishing of superiority that often results in
death.

With this new awareness he begins to understand that inevitably

change is experienced on all levels of life and the sooner the poet accepts
this process, the sooner he can proceed with the task of developing his
art.

Keats' awareness of this constant universal change evolves particu

larly in the three poems "What the Thrush Said," "Epistle to John Hamilton
Reynolds" and his unfinished poem Hyperion.

Several letters written at

this time also record his attempt to understand the other side of nature-
that side which consists of disease, decay and death.
One particular letter dated 3 May, 1818, which Keats wrote to John
Hamilton Reynolds contains what he calls a "simile of human life"(I,281).
He compares life to a "large Mansion of Many Apartments."

The first he

calls the "Infant or thoughtless Chamber" where one remains as long as he
does not think.

The second he calls the "the Chamber of Maiden Thought."

This chamber gradually becomes darkened through "Heartbreak, Pain, Sick
ness and Oppression."

Keats further says that he himself is now in this

"mist" of not being able to see the "balance of good and evil."
calls the "burden of the Mystery."

This he

He realizes that to reach the third

Chamber, which he calls the "lucky and gentle one," he must explore those
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"dark passages" of the second Chamber and overthrow the "burden of the
Mystery."

Only then will he become a true poet.

The poetry and letters

that Keats wrote from February to September of 1818 reveal his efforts in
overthrowing this burdensome mystery and in determining the role of the
poet.
Although "What the Thrush Said," written in the early part of 1818,
presents Keats in a similar state of idleness and colllI'lunion with nature
found in all of his earlier poetry, there are two significant differences
between this poem and the others.

The immediately noticeable difference

is that nature in this sonnet is not in a state of bloom, but instead is in
a state of dormant bareness usually prevalent in the month of February.
Another difference is the mood of the poet.

The earlier, more immature

Keats would be elated at writing about nature, but a troubled Keats emerges
in this poem:
0 Thou whose face hath felt the Winter's wind,
Whose eye has seen the snow-clouds hung in mist,
And the black elm tops 'mong the freezing stars,
To thee the spring will be a harvest-tine.
0 thou whose only book has been the light
Of supreme darkness, which thou feddest on
Night after night, when Phoebus was away�
To thee the Spring shall be a triple morn.
0 fret not after knowledge--I have none,
And yet my song comes native with the warmth.
0 fret not after knowledge--I have none,
And yet the Evening listens. He who saddens
At thought of idleness cannot be ic:Ue,
And he's awake who thinks himself asleep.
This depressed and puzzled mood is more fully explained in the letter which
contained the poem.

He relates in this letter to John Hamilton Reynolds

dated 19 February, 1818, (I,231), that he is troubled because he has been
idle and has not sought the knowledge that is essential to a mature poetic
mind.

Although the thrush assures him that "He who saddens/ At thought of

idleness cannot be idle," Keats is nevertheless troubled that he has not yet
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set himself to the task of gaining the knowledge that he knows he must
possess in order to find the "balance of good and evil."

Hhereas the poen

merely presents the thrush telling the troubled poet to "fret not after
knowledge," the letter illustrates that ICeats was indeed doing just that.
The letter reveals that this enigma of life which was constituted in his
search for knowlec1.ge was beginning to overpower his personality.

In the

letter he mentions the flower which makes a sacrifice to the bee but receives
its reward by being more beautiful the following snring.
first mention of the purpose of sacrifice in nature.

Thus, we have his

The thrush poem and

letter present only a vague awareness of Keats' changing attitude, but the
poem "Epistle to John Hamilton Reynolds" presents a poet who cannot be con
tent with the mere consolation of the thrush.

As a result, Keats begins

his brave exploration through one of the "dark passages."
"Epistle to John Hamilton Reynolds,"

written in March, 1818, depicts

a mood which Keats has never before been able to put into his poetry.

His

willingness to recognize the sacrifices of nature which is only hinted at
in the thrush letter now takes full control of his personality, and as a
result, he is no longer contented to write about nature's beauty as he did in
Endymion.

Although his purpose in writing the epistle is to cheer Reynolds

by telling him about the beauty of Claude's "Enchanted Castle," Keats'
awareness of the existence of both good and evil in nature keeps interrupting
him, as evidenced in the following lines:
The sacrifice goes on; the pontiff knife
Gleams in the Sun, the milk white heifer lows,
The pipes go shrilly, the libation flows:
A white sail shows above the green-head cliff,
Moves round the point, and throws her anchor stiff;
The Mariners join hymn with those on land.

c.te..

20-2s>
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This passage is evidence that the idea of sacrifice is still on his mind,
but more important that he has finally advanced to a stage where he is able
to depict death in a poignant poetic image.
He resumes his poem with a lovely description of the castle, but once
again this new awareness creeps in anc he is forced to face reality.

so

what was intended as a cheerful poem turns into a somber confrontation
with the harsh reality of everyday existence.

The "awful wing" of which

he spoke in his earlier poem was now becol"ling a reality in his attempts at
poetic flights of the inagination.

Half way through the poem Keats explains

this conflict:
0 that our drearnings all, of sleep or wake,
Would all their colours from the sunset take:
From something of material sublime,
Rather than shadow our own soul's day-time
In the dark vain of night. For in the world
We jostle,--but my flag is not unfurl'd
On the Admiral-staff,--and so philosophize
I dare not yet! Oh, never will the prize,
High reason, and the love of good and ill,
Be my award! Things cannot to the will
Be settled, but they tease us out of thought;
Or is it that imagination brought
Beyond its proper bound, yet still confin'd,
Lost in a sort of Purgatory blind,
Cannot refer to any standard law
Of either earth or heaven? It is a flaw
In happiness, to see beyond our bourn,-
It forces us in summer skies to mourn,
It spoils the singing of the Nightingale.

(U..67-85)

This passage clearly reveals what happens when the poet is unable to control
the imagination when it is "brought/ Beyond its proper bound."
Thorpe best explains:

Again,

"Attractive as is the world of dreams, it must give

place to the world of reality.
also no understanding it.

There is no escape from it.

But there is

Keats seems to be describing a state of incomplete

insight, wherein the imagination, though stretched to its capacity, fails to
bring its materials into the easy organization of lucid comprehension, hence
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is lost 'in a sort of Purgatory blind.' 4
11

Thus, in this poem, Keats

reaches a definite turning point in his attempt to be the poet who will
do the world some good.

His poetic imagination here has failed to "Reveal

the elements of good and fair" to which he had alluded in his earlier poer..
He explains, instead, the other side of nature which he has come to realize:
Dear Reynolds� I have a mysterious tale,
And cannot speak it: the first page I read
Upon a Lampit rock of green sea-weed
Among the breakers; 'twas a quiet eve,
The rocks were silent, the wide sea did weave
An unturnultuous fringe of silver foam
Along the flat bro...,m sand; I was at home
And should have been most happy,--hut I saw
Too far into the sea, where every maw
The greater on the lesser feeds evermore.-
But I saw too distinct into the core
Of an eternal fierce destruction,
And so from happiness I far was gone.
Still am I sick of it, and tho', to-day
I've gathered young spring-leaves, and flowers gay
Of periwinkle and wild strawberry,
Still do I that most fierce destruction see,-
The Shark at savage prey,--the Hawk at pounce,-
The gentle Robin, like a Pard or Ounce,
Ravening a worm,--Away ye horrid moods�
Moods of one's mind! You know I hate them well.

(.U. 86-106)

The poem was intended to cheer his friend, and he is successful in the
first sixty-five lines of the poem; however, the mood of the poem changes
abruptly in line sixty-six and Keats confronts the tragic conflict which
he felt existed in nature.

This conflict became a part of his desire to

penetrate into the core of natural objects to find hidden truth, for he
could not control the imagination well enough to discover their "secret es
sence."

And he admits in the poem that he cannot at the moment love "good

and evil" simultaneously, for in these "dreamings" there is a mixture of the
"subli1:1e" and the "shadows" of the physical world.

He asks himself if the

"imagination brought/ Beyond its proper bound," is at home in neither world
but is "Lost in a sort of Purgatory blind."

It is clear that as a poet he
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has not learned to control the poetic inagination, and without the imagina
tion the poet is unable to seize the beauty or truth which ultiM.ately is
his poetry.

However, in this poem, he makes it clear that what the imagi

nation reveals is a conflict.
last lines of the poem.

This conflict becomes more apparent in the

He speaks of being "sick'' because he saw "too

distinct[ly] into the core" of nature.

Here he is sneaking of the evil in

herent in nature, but he is also speaking of the agony of not being able
to philosophize about or understand what he has seen.

Nevertheless, one

very important fact becomes apparent as a :r.esul t of his atter.1pt to penetrate
into the core of nature:

no longer would the reassuring song of a thrush

nor the "gay flowers" and "spring leaves" comfort Keats.

He was indeed on

his journey into the "dar}: passaqes," and as a result of this search for
knowledge, he has the understanding and poetic energy to attempt what he
had hoped would be a great epic, Hyperion.
From the very first line, Hyperion is unlike any other poem that Keats
has ever written.

The first line, "Deep in the shady sadness of a vale,"

immediately sets a mood which is continued throughout the poem.

Woven into

the poem, particularly the first two books, is imagery so contrary to his
earlier poetry that it is almost overwhelming when compared to the nature
imagery in Endymion.

Never before has Keats depicted pain, sorrow, and

change so realistically as he does in Hyperion.
Although Hyperion's story of fallen gods grovelling in their misery
forces Keats to deal with the subjects of misery, ugliness, and sacrifice
of beauty more intensely than he did in the Reynolds epistle, he still must
reckon with the role of the poet.

Keats is now aware that there must be a

place for ugliness in the world, for it is but one aspect of that sacrifi
cial cycle which inevitably occurs.

But how does the poet find his place
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in this combination of beauty and ugliness which is eternally present?

This

is the problem which Keats undertakes in Book III of Hyperion.
In this book Keats leaves the fate of the fallen gods and begins to
mold his model of the ideal poet in the form of Apollo.

Apollo is intro

duced as an Endymion-like character who has also had a dream, for he tells
Mnemosyne:
Goddess� I have beheld those eyes before,
And their eternal calm, and all that face,
Or I have dream'd.
(III, 59-61)

As the personality of Keats merges with the character of Apollo, it becomes
apparent that Apollo has been destined to become a poet and that Mnemosyne
has always been aware of this:
Tell Me, youth,
What sorrow thou canst feel; for I am sad
When thou dost shed a tear; explain thy griefs
To one who in this lonely isle hath been
The watcher of thy sleep and hours of life,
From the young day when first thy infant hand
Pluck'd witless the weak flowers, • • •
(III, 68-74)
Mnemosyne, the goddess of memory, will be the one to help Apollo gain the
essential knowledge he needs in order to become the god of poetry.

First,

Apollo must take the advice that Oceanus had given the Titans earlier in
Hyperion:
• . . to bear all naked truths,
And to envisage circunstance, all calm,
That is the top of sovereignty.

(II, 203-205)

Hnemosyne will help Apollo reach "the top of sovereignty" by helping him
unravel the mystery which now seals his eyes.
his enormous task, pleads with her:

Apollo, now fully aware of
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O tell me,lonely Goddess, by thy harp,
That waileth every morn and eventide,
Tell me why thus I rave, about these groves!
Mute thou remainest--mute� yet I can read
A wondrous lesson in thy face:
Knowledge enormous makes a God of me,
(III, 108-113)
Like Keats, Apollo is now fully aware that he too must shake off the
"aching ignorance" and pass through the "Mist" of the "Chamber of Maiden
Thought."

Only then will he possess the "Knowledge enormous" which will

enable him to reach the "top of sovereignty."
Although at this point Keats stops writing what he planned as a much
longer work, the fragment is significant in that Keats himself has attained
an awareness somewhat similar to that of Apollo.

Apollo has become the God

of Poetry through the knowledge which only comes through experiencing pain,
sorrow, and death.
Although Keats had been forced to face death in early childhooa and
again as a physician, until the year 1818, he had never been forced to re
late death's significance to life.
as a sacrifice to beauty.

Never had he been forced to accept death

Nor had he been forced to decide the role of the

poet in this inevitable cycle.

The year of 1818 was a significant phase in

his formation of these decisions.

The poetry and letters that he wrote at

this time reveal the evolution of this awareness which was the result of an
agonizing probe into the mysteries of life and death in order to gain an
essential knowledge.

This knowledge would lead him to write in the spring

of 1819 his great odes.
Perhaps it is the philosophizing which he dared not attempt in his
earlier poetry that one detects in the Odes of 1819.

In the "Ode to a

Nightingale" Keats deals with the same subject of penetrating into the core
of nature in an attempt to alleviate the anguish which he felt because of
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the gulf between the ideal and the real.

Here, the inagination reinforces

his awareness of the antithetical existence of both good and evil.

The

nightingale becoP.1es syr,,bolic of nature's beauty; the poet's own world of
sickness and death becomes symbolic of nature's inherent evil.

This tine,

however, the two are more balanced; the iITTagination is more controlled.

As

a result of the attempt to penetrate into the world of the nightingale
through the poetic imagination, there evolves the irony which eventually be
comes apparent in the dissolution of this conflict.

It is ironical in that

the conflict becomes creative of the truth inherent in the ode itself.

That

is, the conflicting forces are brought into focus by the poetic imagination
and become part of the truth and thus creative of the poetry itself.

This

ironical dissolution becomes even more apparent in the "Ode on a Grecian
Urn."

Here it is the perfect world of art in conflict with the transient

beauty of the physical world.

By er,pc1thically participating in the world

of the urn, the 9oct discovers ironically that art is cold and lifeless with
out the passion and warmth of the mortal observer.

The "Ode on '1eloncholy"

becomes the ultiMate truth which the poetic inaqination has resolved for hiP.1.
This ode states the philosophy which slowly evolves in his poetry and letters
from the winter of 1818, when he wrote "�·:hat the Thrush Saic�" until the
spring of 1819 when he wrote the odes.

"Ode on nelancholy" clearly reveals

that Keats accepted the conflict of the inherent combination of both good
and evil in nature.

Thus, the conflict is dissolved in the poet's accep

tance of the antithetical forces of good and evil as being equal and co
existent, and ironically the conflict becoITTes part of the odes.

Earl

Wasserman calls this understanding with which Keats views life the "oxyr,io
ronic ontology" which became a part of the Odes of 1819.5

Similarly,

Richard Harter Fogle believes that the odes express Keats' complete
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acceptance of the "inseparability of the elements of human experience,"
and, he adds, "Keats' sense of the fullness and complexity of human modes
of experience, the irony begotten of this experience, are most notably
present in the great Odes.116
Therefore, before the spring of 1819 Keats had recognized both the
conflict which existed for him in nature and his inability to utilize the
poetic imagination to discover the balance of good and evil.

The Odes of

1819 represent a further step in his ability to control the imagination
and in his acceptance of "beauty that must die."

This fact, which he was

beginning to recognize in "Epistle to John Hamilton Reynolds," was becoming
more and more a part of his philosophy of life.

The evolution of this

philosophy can be trace<l in the odes from his first attempt to penetrate
the world of nature through the poetic imagination in the "Ode to a Nightin
gale" to his very successful penetration of the world of art through the
poetic inagination in the "Ode on a Grecian Urn," and, finally, to the "Ode
on !-ielancholy" which represents the poet who, after discover in'} truth through
the imagination, leaves this legacy to his fellow human beings.

One can

trace in all three of these odes the ironical dissolution of conflict which
became a part of this truth.

It was a truth gained through the intuitive

workings of the poetic imagination and which allowed Keats to accept the
antitheses of life as being vital and necessary to mortal existence.

CHAPTER Ti•'O
"ODE TO A IrIGHTINGl\LE"
The first of the oc.es, "On.e to a Nightingale" reveals a continuation
of that conflict which Keats first realize0 in his poetic attempts in 1818.
It was during 1818 that Keats changed froM a poet who saw only the beauty
of nature to a poet who knew he must face the realities of everyday existence if he were ever to develop his art.

By the spring of 1819, Keats

had gone through the agony of accepting nature's cycles of decay and death
and was on his way to becoming the poet who must , as he had written ear
lier in Hyperion, . • . "bear all naked truths,/ And to envisage circumstance, all calm."

In addition, the other task which Keats must accomplish

was his control of the poetic imagination.

He had written in the poem

"Epistle to John Hamilton Reynolds" that he dare not "philosophize" because
he could not yet use the imagination to write poetry about those things
which he saw when he pierced "too distinct into the core/ Of an eternal
fierce destruction."

He had written in this poem that in nature "The

greater feeds on the less evermore,"

an<l he had written later in Hyperion

that the poet must acce:::,t this truth if he is to reach "the top of sover
eignty."

However, that old probleI:t of controlling the imagination so that

it does not become "Lost in a sort of Purgatory blind" has not been resolved.
He said earlier in the Reynolds epistle that
It is a flaw
In happiness, to see beyond our bourn,-
It forces us in summer skies to mourn,
It spoils the singing of the Nightingale.

ell.

82-85)

Thus, Keats' goal in "Ode to a Nightingale" is to pierce to nature's core
without the imagination becoming lost in a "Purgatory blind" and without
the experience spoiling "the singing of the Nightingale."

In fact, there
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appears to be some veracity in I·!alter Evert' s contention that when Keats
wrote the "Ode to a Nightingale," he was merely experiMenting with his
earlier theory of the poetic inagination.
ing fair here:

He continues, "Keats is play-

not disguising as sensibility a weak-kneed desire for

escape, but placing himself in his own prototypal position of exposure to
that natural beauty which will lead him to seek a yet higher consummation. 11 7
The story of how Keats came to write this ode was provided by Charles
Brown, the friend with whom he was living at the time.

Brown writes:

In the spring of 1819 a nightingale had built
her nest near my house. Keats felt a tranquil and
continual joy in her song; and one Morning he took
his chair from the breakfast table to the grass
plot under a plum-tree, where he sat for two or
three hours. When he came into the house, I
perceived he had soMe scraps of paper in his hand,
and these he was quietly thrusting behind the books.
On inquiry, I found those scraps, four or five in
number, contained his poetic feeling on the song of
our nightingale. The writing was not well leqible;
and it was difficult to arrange the stanzas on so
many scraps. With his assistance I succeeded, and
this was his "Ode to a Nightingale," a poen which
has been a delight to every one.B
Robert Gittings says that there is some doubt concerning Brown's story
because the original manuscripts show that Keats did not write the ode
in its original form on "four or five" pages; insteac, he used the front
and back of two.

However, as Gittings points out, Brown's story does

lend some value to the mood of t-11.e setting in which the poem was written. 9
It is the mood of the setting which Brown describes that leads one
to believe that perhaps Keats chose this tranquil and peaceful setting
in order to better contemplate and utilize the poetic imagination to write
poetry.

And it is through the use of vivin poetic imaqery in the poem

that Keats is able to record this �ood for his readers.

While the poetic
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iI'lagery which the setting seems to produce is there, the ease with which
Keats wished to control the poetic imagination is not.
The "Purgatory blind" which had been evident in the Reynolds epistle
is also somewhat apparent in "Ode to a �!ightingale."

Hhile in this ode

the iI'lagination is more controlled than it was in the "Epistle to John
Hamilton Reynolds," the poet still does not dare philosophize.

Neverthe

less, Keats has control of the situation in such a manner that he is able
to state his problem of being too happy in the bird's happiness, and then
is able to explore several ways to confront this problem.

The happiness

which has engulfed his soul upon hearing the song of the bird has left
him with the momentary desire to join the symbolic world of the nightingale.
The bird's song, of course, becomes a direct antithesis of his own world
of sorrow and misery, but as Kenneth Muir points out:

"Whereas when Keats

wrote the 'Epistle to John Hamilton Reynolds' t..1-ie problems of life spoiled
the singing of the nightingale, the song now acquired a greater poignancy
from the miseries of the world."10 His prohlen, then, is to control the
imagination sufficiently to penetrate into this symbolic world.
explains:

Evert

"Clearly his desire is for another world, a world which his

imagination has conceived on the organic beauty of the song he hears, but
one where, he is willing to believe, an inperishable singer communicates
divine melodious truth of a kind intuited in the beauty of the earthly
bird's song. 11 11 But to utilize the imagination as a means of gaining this
intuited truth is what he had failed to do earlier; thus, here he must not
use it as a vehicle for luxurious escape.

Nor II\Ust he be so overburdened

by the real world that he finds philosophizing impossible.

Thorpe des

cribes Keats' success at utilizing the poetic imagination in "Ode to a
Nightingale":

"It is in the poet's capacity to envisage these two opposing
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worlds in meaningful relationship to each other, to sense to the full, in
sudden and sharp waves of insight, the significance of their painful contrasts, and then to express what he feels in rich, melodious and suggestive
language, that the greatness of the poem lies. 11 12
As Stanza I opens, the poet is in a state of ecstasy upon hearing
the song of the bird, but ironically, it is a pa.inful ecstasy.

Wasserman

notes that this irony sets up the conflict for which the poet must seek
his dissolution.13

The bird's song affects the poet much as an opiate

does:
:Iy Heart aches, and a drowsy numbness pains
My sense, as though of hemlock I had drunk,
Or emptied some dull opiate to the drains
One minute past, and Lethe-wards had sunk:

cu.

1-4)

Here the poet, in the nic'l.st of his sorrow-laden world, equates the song of
the bird with a "dull opiate," for it offers a momentary release fror, the
realities of the physical world around him.

Walter Jackson Bate explains:

"The ode begins as it also ends with the heart, and with the heart so
caught by hope of empathy with the song of the unseen bird that, for the
moment, the restless, questioning intellect is paralyzed as if by drug. 11 14
The song of the bird like the opiate produces a numbing pain.

As a result,

the image appears to be contradictory in that there is a sense of numbness,
denoting no feeling at all, but there is also a sense of pain--pain be
cause of "being too happy in thine happiness."

The sense of happiness

which the poet receives coa½ined with the seemingly contradictory feeling
of heartache and pain appears to be the problem which Keats hopes to solve
through the poetic imagination.

The problem, however, is that the song

could be just as artificial as the drugs which the poet describes. Merely
listening to the bird's song is similar to the partaking of a drug.

That
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is, if the poet desires to use the song of the bird merely as a vehicle
for escape, the temptation would be to luxuriate in the song of the bird
and then have its effects wear off.

But what the poet must do, as Keats

had said in his earlier poem, "The Poet," is to penetrate into the core
and find the secrets which lie there.

It is, after all, the source of

the song which the poet wishes to discover; for to him the bird itself
must be a wondrous creation to have the ability to pour forth such melo
dious rapture.

He describes the bird and its symbolic world:

That thou, light-winged Dryad of the trees,
In some melodious plot
Of beechen green, and shadows numberless,
Singest of summer in full-throated ease.
(ll. 7-10)
It is to this world that the poet would like to be transported through
the poetic imagination, for this world must surely be unlike his own.

The

bird's world, symbolic of the beauty and goodness in nature, is juxtaposed
to his own world which is synonymous with the evil he had witnessed and
given expression to in "Epistle to John Hamilton Reynolds."
in this ode becomes twofold, then:

His problem

how to find a meaningful relationship

between the two worlds and how to control the imagination in order that
the two opposing worlds may be viewed more objectively.
In Stanza II the poet proposes one means by which he may join the
bird in this world of eternal summer, and that is through the intoxica
tion of wine.

The poet calls for "a draught of vintage" and "a breaker

full of the warm South" so "That I might drink, and leave the world unseen/
And with thee fade away into the forest dim."

In this stanza the poet

clearly is considering the possibility of merely escaping his own world
for the world of the nightingale.

With the use of wine, the poet's task is

made simpler; then, it would not be necessary to control the imagination.
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He would slip into the luxurious dreamings of the bird's world and leave
the misery and evil of his own world behind him.

This fact becomes more

apparent in Stanza III.
In Stanza III the poet vividly contrasts his own world with that of
the bird:
Fade far away, dissolve, and quite forget
What thou among the leaves hast never known,
The weariness, the fever, and the fret
Here, where men sit and hear each other groan;
Where palsy shakes a few, sad, last gray hairs,
Where youth grows pale, and spectre-thin, and dies;
Where but to think is to be full of sorrow
And leaden-eyed despairs,
Where Beauty cannot keep her lustrous eyes,
Or new Love pine at them beyond to-morrow.
cu.. 21-30)
Thus, the conflict is now defined much as it was in the Reynolds Epistle:
the evil and mutability of the mortal world balanced against an imaginary
world of the bird where in eternal summer the bird has never know n decay
and death.

That old conflict has once again intervened between the poet

and his desire to penetrate the core which "Reveals the elements of good
and fair."

The central drama of the poem is now revealed.

Will the poet

"dissolve, and quite forget" his own physical world, or will he use the
imagination to penetrate the core of the bird's world to "Hold premature
and mystic communings: / Till such unearthly intercourses shed/ A
visible halo round his mortal head"?
In Stanza IV the poet answers this question.

He rejects the wine

which he had proposed as the easier way to join the bird, for as Mario
D'Avanzo explains:

"Keats would prefer the direct intoxication and atten

dant poetic frenzy from the 'true' wine of Helicon--that is, poetry-
rather than from the vulgar wine of Bacchus, which merely casts the poet
into a stupor. 11 15

Instead of the wine, Keats chooses the "viewless wings

of Poesy" or the poetic imagination:
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Away� Away� for I will fly to thee,
Not charioted by Bacchus and his pards,
But on the viewless wings of Poesy,

CU. 31-33)

But as he has already suggested, controlling the imagination is no easy
task, and so here he finds that "the dull brain perplexes and retards."
Tharpe believes that up to this point the poem is "an expression of a
longing to escape from the world of pain and trouble to a haven of refuge
in the realm of the aesthetic.

There is something too of a return to the

earliest form of the trance-like ecstasy, but is a soberer, more conscious
soaring, which, withal, takes the very world it is trying to flee along
with it

ul6

At this point in the poem it appears that the poet real-

izes he cannot truly escape his world of darkness, full of death and decay:
Already with thee! tender is the night,
And haply the Queen-Moon is on her throne,
Cluster'd around by all her starry Fays;
But here there is no light,
Save what from heaven is with the breezes blown
Through verdurous glooms and winding mossy ways.
(U. 35-40)
Walter Jackson Bate says that with this stanza the poem makes an essential
turn separating the poet and the bird.

He adds, " • • . the short effort

of 'Poesy' --used solely in this way for escape or illusion--results only
in two lines of futile ornament (the 'Queen-Moon' attended by her 'starry
Fays') • • • So, in the ode, the unconvincing lines are followed by the
admission that the poet is not really there, after all, but 'here' in the
deep twilight. 17
11

In the preceding stanza the song of the nightingale has inspired the
poetic imagination, but the poet still has not been able to fly completely
to the bird as he had wished to do.

His attempt to utilize the poetic
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imagination has not been entirely unsuccessful, however, and the poet
\

describes a momentary release from his physical burdens in Stanza V:
I cannot see what flowers are at my feet,
Nor what soft incense hangs upon the boughs,
But, in embalmed darkness, guess each sweet.
(li.

41-43)

Although the darkness the poet describes is an inaginary darkness, it
appears almost literal as the poet describes the sounds and aromas.

The

poet's sense of vision appears to be stifled by the darkness, but it is
a perfumed darkness and the poet's sense of smell induces him to "guess
each sweet."

The poet imagines that the incense which he can smell hangs

upon the trees rather than the actual flowers and fruits which he cannot
see.

In addition, the poet smells
The grass, the thicket, and the fruit-tree wild;
White hawthorn, and the pastoral eglantine;
Fast fading violets cover'd up in leaves;
And mid-May's eldest child,
The coming musk-rose, full of dewy wine,
The murmurous haunt of flies on summer eves.

(.U.

45-50)

This stanza illustrates that the poet has not been able to penetrate into
the bird's world on "wings of Poesy," and instead he contemplates the
sensory experiences of his immediate surroundings.

As a result, the poet's

state of mind in this stanza resembles the day dream-like trance described
in "Sleep and Poetry."

It is a kind of detachment from his surroundings,

but it is not the complete detachment that he desires.
appears to be still too much an act of luxuriating.

The experience

Nevertheless, while

the poet has not succeeded in flying to the bird through the poetic imagination, the imagination has produced for him a momentary liberation from his
physical burdens.

Bate says, "the appeal to poetry for liberation is answered,

though not at all in the way originally asked--not as a means to 'fly to' the
bird on 'viewless wings' and leave the actual world of process.1118
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Since the poet has not been able to achieve an imaginative empathic
union with the bird, he settles for the imaginative darkness and its
sensory products which the bird's song has inspired.

The poet's imagi

nary darkness induced by the song of the bird causes him to contemplate
death in Stanza VI:
Darkling I listen; and, for many a time
I have been half in love with easeful Death,
Call'd him soft names in many a mused rhyme,
To take into the air my quiet breath;
Now more than ever seems it rich to die,
To cease upon the midnight with no pain,
While thou art pouring forth thy soul abroad
In such an ecstasy!

(li. 51-58)

Therefore, in this stanza the poet falls into the trap of using the poetic
imagination for mere luxuriating and escape, for contemplating the

beauti

ful song of the bird has been easier than controlling the imagination to
achieve anempathic union with the bird.

But, ironically, it is this very

trap which reminds him that he is a mortal poet who wishes to find the
secret essence of the bird's world, not to use it as a means for "easeful
Death."

In the last two lines of Stanza VI the poet is reminded of his

mortal predicament:
Still wouldst thou sing, and I have ears in vain-
To thy high requiem become a sod.
(ll... 59-60)

With this awareness, the poet ceases his mere luxuriating and turns,
finally, to his original purpose of discovering a meaningful relationship
between his own world and ·the world of the bird.

In the ironical revela-

tion that he would only "become a sod" to the bird's song, Keats begins
to realize that the type of union that he has contemplated with the bird
is impossible for mortals except through the more controlled workings of
the poetic imagination.

A complete penetration into the bird's world
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Keats has found impossible for the present time.

What the attempt has

revealed to him, however, is further expressed in Stanza VII.
In Stanza VII Keats leaves himself for a moment and the bird is
viewed on a more universal basis.

Until now it has been a one to one

relationship between poet and bird, but in this stanza the bird becomes
a universal symbol.

The poet illustrates in this stanza that while the

flight of the imagination has not produced for him that controlled detach
ment which Tharpe maintains was his goal,19 it nevertheless has revealed
to him several truths.

One is that the bird "was not born for death,"

and that "no hungry generations tread (it) down."

Another is that the

bird has not only consoled him with its song but has consoled all mankind:
"emperor and clown" and "the sad heart of Ruth, when, sick for home, /
She stood in tears amid the alien corn."

David Perkins says:

"To the

objection so often raised, that this particular bird will die, one can
only reply, that in its distance from the poet the nightingale has now been
openly transformed into a symbol.1120

And John Muir adds, "the bird, unlike

man, is not conscious of the hungry generations; and it is no more illogical
for Keats to pretend that he is listening to the same bird as the one that
sang to Ruth, than it was for Wordsworth to imagine he was listening to the
same cuckoo he had heard in childhood .•.• 021

Therefore, while the imagi

native flight has not taken him to the world of the bird, it, nevertheless,
has enabled him to gain an insight into human life in the sense that all
humans at some time feel the tragic conflict of mutability.

The poet is

not alone in the midst of the sorrow which he feels, but he shares it with
all mankind.

It has been man's predicament through all generations regard

less of whether his rank in life was "emperor" or "clown;"

Thus, the

poetic experience forms a u&iversal bond between the poet and all mankind.
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In Stanza VIII, the poet returns to his own predicament again and
an even more important fact becomes apparent to him.

Now he knows for

certain that "the fancy cannot cheat so well/ As she is fam'd to do,"
and he calls her a "deceiving elf."

It becomes apparent that the poet

has failed to control the imagination well enough to penetrate into the
core of the bird's world because of his luxuriating in the beauty of the
bird's song.

What he does achieve, however, is a momentary relief from

his burdens, and a transformation of the bird's song into a universal
symbol representing the beauty of nature.

The bird's song, at the begin

ning of the poem, was painfully contrasted with the poet's own world of
mutability and decay, and the poet's heart ached because he felt so far
away from the source of the beautiful music.

Although the poet is never

able to imaginatively join the bird in its world of eternal summer, he
does use the imagination to heighten his sensory experiences which are
induced by the bird's song.

He also uses the bird's song as inspiration

for contemplating it as a universal symbol.

The experience which he re

cords in "Ode to a Nightingale" is not the controlled imaginative experi
ence which he had longed for; in fact, the poet himself is not sure what
the experience has been and he asks, "Was it a vision, or a waking dream?/
Fled is that music;--Do I wake or sleep?"
Thus, the poem ends on a note of irony:
dream?"

"Do I wake or sleep?"

"Was it a vision or waking

What is the real? Is it the physical world

one knows when awake, or is it the dream world of the imagination?

Con

cerning this question which Keats seems to be asking at the end of this
ode, Fogle says:
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The answer concerns our problem of the recon
ciliation of opposites. The imaginative ideal is
in a sense more true because it is more valuable,
and the 'Ode to a Nightingale' celebrates the po
etic imagination. As it opposes the ideal to the
actual, imagination against common-sense reason,
imagination and ideal still predominate. They
stand to their opposites as high against low, apex
against base, action against reaction. Ideal and
actual meet only as extremes, joined in a circle
of experience.
But the full power of the poem comes from
adding the deadly question, is not the worse the
true, the better the illusion: Should we not
change the meaning of truth? 22
How do the real and the ideal relate to each other:
one as being more valuable?
or the waking?

does the poet accept

And which, in fact, is the dream, the sleep

Perhaps it is in the next ode he wrote, the "Ode on a

Grecian Urn," that he attempts to answer this question.

CHAPTER THREE

t1QDE ON A GRECIAN URN 11
To penetrate not only objects of nature but objects of art becomes
the goal of the poetic imagination in "Ode on a Grecian Urn."

While there

is not the anquish which is apparent in "Ode to a Nightingale," there is,
nevertheless, a conflict of the world of reality as opposed to the world
of art.

As in the "Ode to a Nightingale," there is in the "Ode on a

Grecian Urn" an attempt to penetrate into the core of art through the
poetic imagination.

Perhaps it is in "Ode on a Grecian Urn" that Keats

is most s uccessful in controlling the flight of the poetic imagination,
for as Walter Jackson Bate writes,
"so consistently is the 'Grecian Urn' given quali
ties the 'Nightingale' lacked--though in the pro
cess it loses the personal urgency of the other
ode--that whatever else entered into the writing
of it, we find in it the concentration of a second
attempt and of a conscious effort to learn from
the first. The use of the song of the nightingale
had been fortuitous. Some reflection may have
preceded the choice of the urn--a symbol that would
permit closer focus and a more craftsmanlike ex
ploration of its potentialities and lirnitations.1123
For Keats, any intense work of art was sufficient for a meaningful
aesthetic experience, but in this case it was a Greek vase.

The vase

is a product of Keats' imagination and was inspired by the Elgin Marbles.24
The urn, although an intense, passionate work of art, ironically becomes
cold and void of passion when compared to the intensities of real life.
On this point, Finney says in this ode Keats comes to the realization
that the mutability of beauty which he finds so tragically prevalent in
real life is the very thing which makes beautiful and lasting art.25
While the ironical dissolution does not become apparent until later
in the poem, a paradoxical tension is set up in the very first stanza
of the poem.

Keats describes the urn as a "bride 6f quietness" who yet
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has the ability to express "A flowery tale."

He directs several questions

to the urn whose pictures, at least for him, depict certain representations
of life:

love, nature, music, and of course, art.

Paradoxically, he re-

fers to the figures on the urn as being those of "deities or mortals or
of both" and he asks, "What men or gods are these?"

This suggests that

at least in the medium of art it matters very little which is the man and
which is the god, for seemingly here the two may be viewed as the same.
And it is this paradox which becomes the ultimate theme of the poem.
While the poet addresses the urn as an "unravished bride of quiet
ness," he nevertheless admits that it does "express/ A flowery tale more
sweetly than our rhyme."
the urn?

Why then the necessity for writing a poem about

He seems to be saying he realizes indeed that the art object has

a tale to tell; however, he does not seem to be at all certain as to the
nature of the tale.

As Wasserman explains:

"For Keats, who is Wordsworth's

exact antithesis, • • • significant experience absorbs the self into the
essence of the object

II

He continues, "rejecting Wordsworth's

'egotistical' assimilation of object to subject, Keats assumed that every
thing has its own vital and immutable quintessence and that the fulfillment
of experience is the absorption of the experiencing se lf into that essence
through the intensity of the sensory encounter. 11 26

Thus, perhaps through

the poetic imagination he can penetrate into the core of the art object
(the urn) and discover the "leaf-fringed legend which haunts about thy
shape."

Through this penetration he may find the answers to the seven ques

tions which he asks at the end of Stanza I?
What leaf-fringed legend haunts about thy shape
Of deities or mortals, or of both,
In tempe or the dales of Arcady?
What men or gods are these? What maidens loth?
What mad pursuit? What struggle to escape?
What pipes and timbrels? What wild ecstasy?
(U. s-10)
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Stanza II begins to answer the questions which he asked at the end
of the first stanza.
music.

Keats begins with the urn's representation of

"Heard melodies are sweet, but those unheard/ Are sweeter,"

and although the "sensual ear" of ordinary mortals (that is, those who do
not stretch the imagination to its capacity) may not be able to hear them,
they will remain forever audible to the "Fair Youth, beneath the trees."
The music may also be audible to the imaginative mind or to the observer
who is willing to become a part of the art object, and so "the fact of
the urn's silence in ordinary human terms is not only accepted but affirmed
and even for the moment preferred. 11 27
As Keats continues to describe the life depicted on the urn, he
views art as being superior to real life:
Fair youth, beneath the trees, thou canst not leave
Thy song, nor ever can those trees be bare:
Bold Lover, never, never canst thou kiss,
Though winning near the goal--yet do not grieve;
She cannot fade, though thou hast not thy bliss,
For ever wilt thou love, and she be fair�
(ll. 15-20)

Even though the "Bold Lover" may never catch the object of his pursuit
nor enjoy the kisses of the maiden, neither will he ever grow old nor
his maiden cease to be fair.

Walter Evert explains that "the trees,

piper, and lovers exemplify nature, art and human affection--All capable
of giving intense pleasure in human life, but all subject ultimately to
the giving of intense disappointment, everywhere but in the unfeeling
and unchan:Jing existence that is theirs on the urn. 1128

Here, the poet ap

pears to prefer the existence of the figures on the urn to his own world
where these intensities ultimately end in disappoin tment; however, having
already gone through the realization in Hyperion that the poet must come
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to terms with the truths of mortality , he knows he must try to reconcile
the world of art with the world of reality.
The poet continues his attempt to reconcile the worlds of art and
reality in the third stanza and Fogle believes that in this stanza "the
tension between empathy and intellect, participation and contemplation,
life and art, becomes explicit.1129

Here the poet appears to have entered

the world of the urn, achieving the empathic union which he had desired
with the bird in "Ode to a Nightingale."

Here, however, the poetic imagi

nation is more controlled and thus more successful than in the "Nightin
gale."

This participation is possible for those sensitive individuals

who understand and appreciate intense works of art.

In this empathic

participation, the poet further attempts to reconcile the conflict of
the mutability of beauty in real life with the permanence of the beauty of
art.

But the poet is caught up in the life on the urn and is almost over

whelmed by the "happiness" of the lovers.

With the repetitive use of the

word "happy" Keats appears to be experiencing what Wasserman calls a
"fellowship with essence" which the poet considered the highest form of
happiness.30

The poet seems to be suggesting that this world which he

has successfully penetrated through the poetic imagination is far superior
to his own.

Here it is forever spring; the unwearied melodist is forever

piping his tune.
young.

The love is "forever warm" and the lovers are forever

In this world he has found that the youth does not grow pale,

"And spectre-thin and dies," as he had described his own world in the
"Nightingale."
trous eyes.

And he finds that in this world Beauty does keep her lus

The last two lines of this stanza celebrate the type of love

found on the urn for it is "far above" the "breathing human passion"
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That leaves a heart high sorrowful and cloy'd,
A burning forehead, and a parching tongue.

cu.

29-30)

Yet, ironically, what becomes obvious with these lines, as Fogle explains,
is the'�ealization that these physical experiences are precisely what do
not happen and could not happen.

For the figures on the vase are contained

forever in another medium than life.11 3 1
In Stanza IV, the poet is still somewhat a part of the scene on the
urn, but now he appears to be more of a participant who momentarily steps
back to observe the scene around him more objectively.

The tone now chan

ges from "happy, happy love" to the idea of sacrifice.

He had been con

fronted earlier with the sacrifice of nature and human life in "Epistle
to John Hamilton Reynolds" and in Hyperion; now, he becomes confronted with
the idea of sacrifice in art.

Immediately there is the suggestion that

becoming a static figure on the urn demands a sacrifice.

He continues to

explain what the sacrifice really is:
What little town by river or sea shore,
Or mountain built with peaceful citadel,
Is emptied of this folk, this pious morn?
And, little town, thy streets for evermore
Will silent be; and not a soul to tell
Why thou art desolate, can e'er return.
(U. 35-40)
In this stanza, Keats realizes that the figures on the urn, contrary to
what he had suggested in the first stanza, are not both deities and mortals.
Being a part of the world of art, they will never return to the little town;
they will forever be silent, speaking only through the beauty of the urn.
G. Wilson Knight in The Starlit Dome explains:

"When the little town is

pitied for its consequent emptiness, an inevitable
32
and life is hinted . . • 11

disparity between art
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At the end of Stanza IV, the poet has gradually withdrawn from his
empathic participation with the life depicted on the urn. 33

The poet

now realizes, in Stanza V, that the figures on the urn are "marble men
and maidens overwrought."
"Cold Pastoral."

Thus, the whole "flowery tale" becomes a

Cleanth Brooks thinks that the central paradox of the

poem becomes apparent with the phrase "Cold Pastoral."

To Brooks, the

urn "is as enigmatic as eternity is for, like eternity, its history is
beyond time, outside time, and for this very reason bewilders our time
ridden minds; it teases us. 11 34
What then is the intuitive truth which the poet has discovered?
The answer seems to be hidden somewhere in the maxim "Beauty is truth,
truth beauty."

The beauty of art lies in its ability to reveal some

truth to its observer.

Keats suggests that, even though the figures on

the urn are not themselves capable of experiencing intense passion, the
viewer may momentarily merge his own capabilities for passion into the
work of art and participate empathically if he allows his imagination to
do so.
Although the poet participates in the world of the urn, he fully
realizes that there is a price to pay for becoming completely lost in the
world of the imagination.

So the question which he seems to be asking at

the end of the "Nightingale" concP.rning the relation of the ideal and
reality appears to have been answered.

That is, aesthetic experiences,

whether instigated by the beautiful song of a bird or by an intense work
of art, are to be experienced by the imaginative mind; but they do not
substitute for real life.

The mortal poet must continually be aware of

this difference if he is to avoid the "Purgatory blind" where the imagi
nation becomes lost.

34

In the last stanza of the "Ode on a Grecian Urn" the poet has come
to the realization that the urn is a world "Of marble men and maidens
overwrought;" indeed, it is a "Cold Pastoral" when juxtaposed with real
To the urn's coldness, however, the imaginative poetic mind may

life.

bring warmth and vitality.

This warmth and vitality must inevitably

end in death, of course, for there can be no life without death.

The

beauty of the urn is that it has revealed this truth to its viewer.

or

as Charles I. Patterson in The Daemonic in the Poetry of John Keats explains:

"Beauty is indeed truth; art only captures and fixes some ele

ments of this truth in an enduring form that we can repeatedly contem
plate at length and thus learn something about actual experience as he
has done in the poem.

And one thing that he has learned is that the life

process is as enduring as the art. 1135
What confronts the poet, then, in "Ode on a Grecian Urn" is the con
flict of the seemingly perfect realm of art, where the lovers on the urn
remain forever young, as opposed to the world which he describes in the
"Ode to a Nightingale" as a place
Where palsy shakes a few, sad, last gray hairs,
1Nhere youth grows pale, and spectre-thin, and dies:

cu.

25-26)

The conflict becomes dissolved in the poem itself, however, when the poet
discovers that while there are intensities in both the world of the nightin
gale and the world of the urn, the highest intensity to be found in real
life is absent in both of these perfect worlds.

That intensity is death.

The poet realizes this fact when he says to the bird:
for death, immortal bird."

"Thou wast not born

Similarly, he addresses the urn:

remain, in midst of other woe/ Than ours, a friend to man .

"Thou shalt
II
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Thus, through the poetic imagination the poet has discovered ironi
cally that only mortals can truly experience life and it inevitably must
end in death.

With the acceptance of this fact, Keats appears to have

seen at last "the balance of good and evil" which he wrote about in the
letters of 1818.

He also appears to have found a way to ease the "burden

of the mystery" through the imaginative participation in a work of art.36
Imagination and reality now seem to be perfectly balanced, and with this
balance, there has been an acceptance of a truth of life.

That truth is

that only mortals may experience the hiqhest degree of beauty, for the
truly beautiful is beauty that inevitably dies.

This truth which has slowly

evolved in "Ode to a Nightingale" and "Ode on a Grecian Urn" is stated se
renely and positively in the next ode which Keats wrote, the "Ode on
Melancholy."

CHAPTER FOUR
"ODE ON MELANCHOLY"
The "Ode on Melancholy," written a few weeks later than "Ode to a
Nightingale" and "Ode on a Grecian Urn," might be considered as the most
positive of the three.

While this ode continues the ironical dissolution

of conflict through the poetic imagination, the tone is somewhat calrner
and surer than the two previously discussed odes.

This fact is probably

most noticeable because the poet has rernained outside the poem.

There is

no empathic union with an ideal world and no ultimate withdrawal from
this ideal world as there is in the other two odes.

Bate explains the

poetic technique Keats employs in this ode by saying that "this poem
matches the 'Nightingale' and the 'Grecian Urn' in restrained intensity
of language and versification.
it lacks a dominant symbol."

An important difference, however, is that
In addition, he explains that because the

poem lacks the debate that gave the other two odes their dramatic quality,
Keats uses a device often used by Wordsworth--that of introducing himself
in an imaginary debate with someone.37

Keats uses this device to reveal

what he has discovered through the poetic imagination:

ironically, the

world of reality is superior to the ideal world of the nightingale and
the ideal world of the urn.

The "Ode on Melancholy" reveals the surety

and firmness of his grasp of reality.
Several critics agree that in "Ode on Melancholy" Keats does indeed
achieve a dissolution of the conflict of the existence of both good and
evil.

Patterson says that "'Ode on Melancholy' further extends the range

of the odes to include the power of the consciousness to accept this pain
of transience embedded in the heart of joy and to subsume this pain under
the larger matter of full, accurate knowledge of all aspects of reality. 1138

37

Fogle says that in this ode "Keats emphasizes the close relationships
between different modes of experience even more thoroughly • • • 39 than
in any of his other poems.

Hilton says that while the poem seems to be

a slighter production than the other odes, it is, in fact, a tighter
and more logically structured poem.40
In addition, Newell Ford believes that of the three odes under dis
cussion, "Ode on Melancholy" is the most objective, the most serene and
the most balanced.

He explains:

In this poem Keats does not strain after an
'immortality of passion' as he did in 'Endymion,'
he does not yearn 'to see beyond the bourn' or to
cross 'the fragile bar/ That keeps us from our
homes ethereal;' he is not 'beyond a mortal man
impassioned far' as was Porphyro and he does not
wing his way into the immortal land of faery where
the Nightingale sings everlastingly and whither
Porphyro and Madeline fly in deathless love. Nor
is he entranced with the 'eternal Now' of a Greek
vase. However regretful he may be that 'Beauty
must die' he faces the fact unflinchingly and en
closes it in a structure of such poetic beauty
that the axiom loses all its terror and almost
ceases to dismay.41
Thus it would seem that by late spring of 1819, Keats had "discovered"
some insights about life which he could reveal to mankind in poetry.
Earlier in his poem "Sleep and Poetry" he had written:
. . . A drainless shower
Of light is poesy; 'tis the supreme of power;
'Tis might half slumb'ring on its own right arm.
The very archings of her eye-lids charm
A thousand willing agents to obey,
And still she governs with the mildest sway:
But strength alone though of the Muses born
Is like a fallen angel: trees uptorn,
Darkness, and worms, and shrouds, and sepulchres
Delight it; for it feeds upon the burrs,
And thorns of life; forgetting the great end
Of poesy, that it should be a friend
To sooth the cares, and lift the thoughts of man.

(li. 235-247)
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"Ode on Melancholy" originally opened with the following stanza which
Keats decided later to delete:
Though you should build a bark of dead men's bones,
And rear a phantom gibbet for a mast,
Stitch shrouds together for a sail, with groans
To fill it out, blood-stained and aghast;
Although your rudder be a dragon's tail
Long sever'd, yet still hard with agony,
Your cordage large uprootings from the skull
Of bald Medusa, certes you would fail
To find the Melancholy--whether she
Dreameth in any isle of Lethe dull.42
Kenneth Muir shows that the ode was inspired by Burton's Anatomy of
Melancholy from which the deleted stanza was partly derived.
following passage from Burton to illustrate:

He gives the

"The terror is most usually

caused; as Plutarch will have, from some imminent danger, when a terrible
object is at hand .

by the sudden sight of some spectrum or devil .

the sight of a monster, a carcase • • • where a coarse hath been • • .
with a dead man • . . At Basil • • • where a malefactor hung in gibbets. ,, 43
But at the close of the deleted stanza, Keats says these are not the
source of melancholy.

This "stanza was rejected, partly in favor of the

direct beginning of the present one and partly because, with a ful l two
stanzas, too much space was being devoted to what melancholy was not.1144
Thus, as a result of this deletion, the first stanza opens rather
abruptly:
No no, go not to Lethe, neither twist
Wolf's-bane, tight-rooted, for its poisonous wine;
Nor suffer thy pale forehead to be kiss'd
By nightshade, ruby grape of Proserpine;
Make not your rosary of yew-berries,
Nor let the beetle, nor the death-moth be
Your mournful Psyche, nor the downy owl
A partner in your sorrow's mysteries;
For shade to shade will come too drowsily,
And drown the vakeful anguish of the soul.

(U. 1-10)
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This first stanza opens with an utter rejection of anything that will
"drown the wakeful anguish of the soul," but of course this utter re
jection does not become immediately obvious unless one has read the omit
ted stanza.

In this original first stanza the poet has said that not even

the most ghastly symbol of death, not even "a bark of dead men's bones,"
will produce real melancholy.

Neither will one find real melancholy in

any type of drug, for there "poisonous wine" will only prevent one from
discovering and enjoying real melancholy.

Therefore, while the ode is ad

dressed to melancholy, it is not the melancholy induced by artificial con
structions of the sort described in Burton's Anatomy of Melancholy.

Nor

is it the drug-induced melancholy of "Wolf's-bane," and the "ruby grape
of Proserpine."

These things may be closely associated with death, but

they are not symbolic of the kind of melancholy which Keats very subtly
presents in the next stanza of the poem.
In Stanza II, real melancholy is described as being "like a weeping
cloud/ That fosters the droop-headed flowers all, / And hides the green
hill in an April shrou d,"
of both life and death.

Here melancholy is described as being symbolic
While, like an April rain, it may provide life

for the plants and flowers, it may also shroud

the green hill.

Life and

death are so closely associated in this image that one immediately begins
to understand the contrast which Keats intends.

It is not the very obvious

death symbols of the deleted stanza nor those of the first stanza which
Keats finds worthy of true melancholy, but it is that death which inevita
bly is associated with the natural beauty of "a morning rose" or with the
"rainbow of the salt sand-wave" and the "globed peonies."

It is the ulti

mate antithesis which perhaps was only hinted at in the other two odes.
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This antithesis is both subtle and paradoxical and perhaps is missed by
those critics like Bush who dwell on the "decadent" aspects of the poem.
Bush maintains that "'Melancholy' is the only poem of Keats's that might be
said, not altogether unjustly, to approach the decadent;" and of the line
"Then glut thy sorrow on a morning rose," Bush says, "The monosyllabic
'glut' has unpoetical force, but that force is half-squandered on a 'morn
ing rose.11145

However, in Keats' prescription for the "melancholy fit" --

Then glut thy sorrow on a morning rose,
Or on the rainbow of the salt sand-wave
Or on the wealth of globed peonies; -(U. 15-17)
what is most noticeable is that, unlike the nightingale's song and the urn,
these aspects of nature are more impermanent; the "morning rose," the
"rainbow of the salt sand-wave" and the "globed peonies" are the more poig
nant because of their fragility and impermanence.
In addition, the "mistress" in Stanza II, when contrasted with the
marble maidens depicted on the urn, presents an even more poignant example
of passion and warmth:

more poignant because "rich anger" denotes animation

and life which were so ironically absent in the cold world of the urn.

With

the lines
Or if thy mistress some rich anger shows,
Ernprison her soft hand, and let her rave,
And feed deep, deep upon her peerless eyes.
(il. 18-20)
Keats very subtly presents the antithesis of the scene which he presents on
the urn.

Here the scene is not just a lady but a lady so obviously full of

vitality and passion, and Keats continues his description of her in the
last stanza:

"She dwells with Beauty--Beauty that must die."

explains the significance of the mistress:

Harold Bloom
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The emphasis needs to be put upon 'must
die'; the anger of the mistress which so de
lights the sadism-hunting scholar is signifi
cant only in its richness, not in sexual im
plication. It is rich because it offers a
possibility of feeding deeply upon an anima
ted beauty that is doomed to lose all motion,
all force. Animation, as in its root meaning
here reveals the living soul in full activity,
with the s�ecial poignance that in this poem
is definitive of true rnelancholy--consciousness
of mutability and death.46
This "rich anger" of the mistress is reminiscent of the "quarrel in the
streets" which Keats mentions in the long journal-letter to George and
Georgiana Keats, written earlier in the spring of 1819:

"Though a quar

rel in the Streets is a thing to be hated, the energies displayed in it
are fine; the commonest man shows a grace in his quarrel"(II,58).

It

is this same type of energy one can detect in the "mistress" and it is
this same type of energy which the poet describes in the last stanza of
this poem with the "strenuous tongue" image.

Also, in the last stanza,

the poet explains the reasons one should enjoy the passionate aspects of
human emotions, the beauty of the insignificant rose and the peony.
The reason these are special is that each "dwells with Beauty-
Beauty that must die."

Each dwells with ",Toy, whose hand is ever at his

lips/ Bidding adieu."

And each offers "aching Pleasure nigh,/ Turning

to Poison while the bee-mouth sips."

It is from the death of this real

beauty that true melancholy is derived.
beauty, but "Beauty that must die."

True melancholy is found in

Melancholy is not, therefore, found

in the perfect world of the nightingale nor is it found in the perfect
world of the urn; for in these worlds the beauty does not die.

Thus, con

versely to the imaginative ideal which is so dominant in the other two
odes, it is the real world of human passion and energy which becomes
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the worthwhile human experience in this ode.
"Melancholy is to be sought in beauty and
joy--in a rose, a rainbow, in the anger of a
mistress. Because beauty is transient, because
love and joy fade, enjoyment must be accompanied
with Melancholy. Beauty is lovely because-it
dies and impermanence is the essence of joy; so
that only those who are exquisitely sensuous and
able to relish the finest joys can behold the
'Veil'd Melancholy. ,.,47
"Veil'd Melancholy" is discovered only by those who experience the
most intense emotions that life offers, and these emotions are found by
"none save him whose strenuous tongue/ Can burst Joy's grape against
his palate fine."

This outstanding example of kinestretic and gustatory

imagery is in harmony with the "rich anger" of the mistress as it is
with the energies displayed by a "quarrel in the streets."

Throughout

the second and third stanzas the poet has interwoven this idea of one
extreme opposite deriving its force from another extreme opposite; there
fore, for "Joy's grape" to be enjoyed intensely it must be burst or des
troyed.
While the poet himself, then, does not participate in this ode as
he does in the "Ode to a Nightingale" and in the "Ode on a Grecian Urn,"
he, nevertheless, instructs with a sureness of what he has learned through
the intuitive workings of the poetic imagination.

He has learned that

the worlds of the nightingale and the urn are the direct antitheses of
real life, and it is only in real life that true beauty and true melan
choly exist.

He rejects the seemingly perfect world of the nightingale

because in that world the mortal only becomes "forlorn" if he is "teased"
into becoming lost in it.

Ironically, however, it was the attempt to

imaginatively penetrate into this world that led the poet to this reali
zation.

He undergoes a similar experience in "Ode on a Grecian Urn"
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delineating, perhaps, more precisely the perfectibility found in art as
opposed to the imperfectibility of the poet's own world.

In an attempt

to ease the "burden of the mystery" which he had described in a letter
one year earlier, he imaginatively penetrates to the ideal world of art,
but he ultimately returns to reality and accepts the intensities of
reality as being the more meaningful.

But it is with the "Ode on Melan

choly" that he leaves no doubt of his acceptance of the real world as
the superior one, for it is only in the real world that true beauty and
true melancholy may be found.

They can only be found here because life

ultimately ends with death.
M. A. Goldberg, in The Poetics of Romanticism: Toward a Reading of
John Keats, offers a summation of Keats' attempt to accept the realities
of everyday existence in contrast to other Romantic poets:
The creative poet and the maker of souls are
working through the tears and with the bitterness,
rather than struggling to get beyond them into a
Christian Heaven or a Platonic World of Pure Form.
There may be a desperate longing to fade and dis
solve with the nightingale, much as Shelley longs
for the harmonious madness of the skylark, and
Wordsworth with his cuckoo must transfor:rn the world
into 'an unsubstantial faery place.' But always
with Keats there is for mortal man an essential
need for reconciliation with
The weariness, the fever, and the fret
Here, where men sit and hear each other groan;
Where palsy shakes a few, sad, last gray hairs,
1i17'.here youth grows pale, and spectre-thin and dies;
Where but to think is to be full of sorrow
And leaden-eyed despairs,
Where Beauty cannot keep her lustrous eyes,
Or new Love pine at them beyond tomorrow.
(Nightingale, .U. 23-30)
To be tasted Joy's grape must be devoured. The
strenuous tongue must burst the very source of its
delight. The act of life, like the act of love, is
potentially an act of annihilation.48

CONCLUSION
What Keats' odes of 1819 express, then, is that the poetic imagina
tion does indeed reveal certain truths.

Keats had written in his "Epistle

to John Hamilton Reynolds" that it was impossible to leave the worldly
woes of mortal life completely out of the "dreamings"; it was, in fact,
impossible to take all our dreamings from the sunset.

In Hyperion, his

character Apollo becomes the god of poetry through the knowledge and ac
ceptance of these worldly woes, but it is not until the spring of 1819
that Keats accepts them as being an inevitable result of the passion and
warmth of life.

In "Ode to a Nightingale" Keats attempts an imaginative

poetic flight on "wings of Poesy," but he finds that an empathic union
with the bird is impossible.

He finds that he cannot leave his worldly

woes behind him in order to control the poetic imagination.

He becomes

too engrossed in the sensuous aspect of the nightingale's music and luxu
riates in it for a brief moment.

While he does luxuriate and while he

does have difficulty controlling the poetic imagination, he does, never
theless, gain an awareness from his poetic experience.

Ironically, he

comes to a realization that "Thou wast not born for death, immortal Bird,"
and that he as a mortal poet was "born for death."

Since the experience

was not the controlled imaginative experience that he had desired, he ends
the poem by saying,
Was it a vision or a waking dream?
Fled is that music:--Do I wake or sleep?
In the "Ode on a Grecian Urn" Keats achieves this control and the
poem itself becomes the ultimate truth resulting from a controlled experi
ence.

In this poem he contemplates a work of art, a Grecian urn, and

through the controlled workings of the poetic imagination empathically
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merges himself into the scene depicted on it.

In this empathic union, he

is momentarily caught up in the "happiness" of the figures, but ironically
discovers that art is not superior to real life.

In spite of the worldly

woes with which a mortal must contend, he is able to express his love,
unlike the figures on the urn.

After having successfully penetrated to

the core of the art object through the poetic imagination, Keats reveals
what he has learned from his experience.

That is, art is not superior

to life; the urn, in fact, is cold and meaningless without the warmth
and vitality of its mortal observer.

Thus, in both the "Ode to a Hightin-

gale" and the "Ode on a Grecian Urn" there is an ironical dissolution of
the conflict of the ideal worlds of the bird and the urn into the poet's
world of reality.

Ironically, the conflict becomes intrinsically a part

of the poet's art and of the poetic truth.
Bernice Slote, in Keats and the Dramatic Principle, sums up Keats'
career at this point by saying:
In the great poems of 1819, there is almost
continuous insistence on the union of oppositions.
It is this, among other things, that leads me to
believe that Keats made both a personal commitment
to be consumed in that conflict and a dramatic
commitment to reveal the bitter-sweet violence of
that quarrel, without which there is no life. One
ness is always dual.
She continues:
Although later, in poem and in life, he was to
re-enact the old dispute of life and death, at this
point he could see--and accept--the union of oppo
sitions.49
This complete acceptance of reality is the subject of "Ode on Melan
choly."

The conflict which appeared to have existed in the poetic career

of John Keats is dissolved in his attempts to penetrate into those

46

idealistic realms of nature and art.

Through the workings of the poetic

imagination, Keats discovers insights which enabled hin to accept the
fact that the opposing forces of life are necessary and indeed vital to
one who would live life to its fullest intensity and "burst Joy's grape
against his palate fine."

This belief may be described as a philosophy

of life which he formulated as a necessary means of viewing the evil he
had said earlier "spoils the singing of the nightingale."

It is a phi

losophy of life which in the end does not attempt to eradicate the evil
but which attempts to blend the opposing forces of life in an acceptance
of all the complexities of life without which one may never have his soul
"taste the sadness of her might, / And be among her cloudy trophies hung."
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